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T I M  F I T T S
H Y PO TH ER M IA
T h e  hog a n d  jog. T h e  bolt a n d  jo lt.  T h e r e ’s n o t h i n g  like it. You can 
t ry  all you w a n t ,  b u t  the re  is n o t h i n g  th a t  t i g h te n s  the  nerves  in 
y o u r  a b d o m e n  like s k i p p i n g  o u t  on the  bill an d  w a t c h i n g  the  bus-  
boys  an d  d i s h d o g s  fill y o u r  p e r ip h e ra l  v ision as you b u r s t  t h r o u g h  
th e  d o u b l e  glass doors .
T h i s  is o u r  g o o d b y e  d i n n e r  for Alex.  H e  or de rs  a d o u b l e  
c h e e s e b u r g e r  bec ause  h e ’s b ee f i ng  up  for basic t r a in in g .  H e ’s a b o u t  
to leave for the  first  G u l f  War.  W h e n  Alex got  w o r d  th a t  S a d d a m  
was the  new Hi t le r ,  he'd r i d d en  his b ike  d o w n  to the  r e c ru i t e r  a d ­
jacen t  to the  Skyl ine  C h i l i  be fo re  you co u ld  say h y d ro g e n  cya n ide .  
Jessica,  Alex’s g i r l f r i end ,  o rd e rs  a Caesar ' s  salad bec ause  she's on  a 
p e r p e tu a l  d ie t .  Vanessa,  my da te ,  o rd e rs  bu ff a lo  wings ,  two eggs,  
a waffle,  f ru i t  y o g u r t  a n d  a h a m b u r g e r  w i th  fries,  bec ause  s h e ’s 
b u l im ic .  She gets the  h a m b u r g e r  ins tead  o f  a c h e es eb u rg e r  because  
s h e ’s Jewish,  a n d  she c a n ’t mix cow m ea t  w i th  cow mi lk .  1 n o te  the  
y o g u r t  on  he r  orde r ,  an d  she says th a t  s h e s  no t  t h a t  Jewish.  Jus t  
Jewish .  I o rd e r  p an c ak es  an d  a d o u b l e  o r d e r  of bac o n  bec ause  1 
enjoy  ea t i n g  br eak fa s t  fo od  for d in n e r .
W h e n  Alex jo in ed  the  service,  we a s s u m ed  it was h i - j inx ,  a 
lark,  b u t  t h e n  he had his phys ica l ,  a n d  th en  he s igned his papers .  If  
he fails to sh o w  u p  in the  m o r n i n g ,  he will be c o n s id e r e d  A W O L .
1 k n o w  par t  o f  Jessica's p lan  is t h a t  we' l l  get  b u s t e d ,  a n d  he w o n  t 
have to go to the  Army,  a n d  s ince  I m a l i t t le b i t  in love wi th  Jes­
sica,  my  plan  is t h a t  he be t he re  at e i gh t  o c lock on the  b u t t o n .
T h e  wai t re ss  asks i f we w a n t  a n y t h i n g  to d r i n k .  D o  they  serve beerr  
T h e y  d o  not .  Alex a n d  I get  a po t  o f  coffee ,  Vanessa gets a C o k e ,  
an d  Jessica o rd e rs  a lab .  O u r  wait ress  is a tall ,  o s t r i ch - l e g g e d  r e d ­
head.  You can tell t h a t  Big Red ex p e r i en ce d  a b o u t  a n a n o - s e c o n d  
flash o f  b e a u ty  in her  tw en t i e s ,  a flash t h a t  she  s q u a n d e r e d  swi l l ing  
plas t ic  b o t t l e  v odka  in a C l e a r w a t e r  Beach s ingles bar,  no w  cur sed  
to  serve sm ar t - a s sed  teenager s  at  t h re e  a .m.  for the  next  th i r t y
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years.  But  the  w o m a n  m u s t  have s o m e  k i n d  of Jedi  v o o d o o ,  because  
she k n o w s  we re g o in g  to skip  o u t  on  the  bil l .  I t ’s my faul t ,  I know.  
At th is  p o i n t ,  I s tare  at  he r  eyeball  to eyebal l ,  t r y i n g  to c o n v e y  
t e l e p a th i c  messages t h a t  all is cool ,  all is kosher .  1 t ry  to c o n v e y  the  
message th a t  t he re  are a w h o le  s lew of unive rses  g o i n g  on  s i m u l ­
t aneously .  I ’ve been on a ser ious  m u l t i - v e r s e  o b se s s io n ,  a n d  1 have 
been  t r y in g  to tell he r  t h a t  t h e re  is o n e  un iv e r se  w h e r e  we pay, o n e  
w h e re  we re the  wa i ter s ,  a n d  o n e  w h e re  we bo l t .  T h i s  h a p p e n s  to 
be the  o n e  w h e re  we bo l t .  Therefore ,  all is cool .  All is d andy .  All is 
kosher .  We  are g o i n g  to ea t,  c o n t i n u e  e a t in g ,  f in d  o u r  s ea m ,  cr ui se  
t h r o u g h  the  d o u b l e  glass d o o r s  a n d  d i s a p p e a r  i n to  the  d a r k n es s .  So 
no need  to fret,  I tell he r  w i th  m y  eyes.  1 t ry  to as su re  the  wa i t res s  
t h a t  in a very nea r  d i m e n s i o n ,  we are d o u b l i n g  the  tip.
How ever ,  all is n o t  kosher .  W h e n  we s t a r t e d  the  e v e n in g  at 
A lexs  for a c o u p l e  cans  of beer,  we were  h i t t i n g  his f l u o r e s c e n t  b lue  
P V C  ice b o n g ,  c h u g g i n g  d o w n  s o m e  k i n d  o f  w ick e d ,  t h r o a t  s c a ld ­
ing s k u n k  weed.  W e were  also w a t c h i n g  C N N  a n d  th e  l i t t le  K u ­
wai t i  p r ince ss  b lea t  a b o u t  th e  I raqi  so ldi er s  a n d  th e  i n c u b a t o r  b a ­
bies.  1 he fo u r  of us w a tc h e d  in a m a z e m e n t  as the  girl  d e s c r ib e d  the  
a t ro c i t i e s  of S a d d a m s  army.  1 h en ,  Jessica cu t  t h e  c a n n a b i s  haze  l ike 
a l a se r -g u id ed  t o m a h a w k  missi le  w h e n  she  said  t h a t  th e  w h o le  t h i n g  
was a load of crap .  She d ec la red  t h a t  th e  girl  was a tas ty  l i t t le  c u n t ,  
a n d  yo u  c o u l d n ’t w r i t e  a b e t t e r  load o f  d o g  sh i t  in H o l l y w o o d .  I 
said,  Well ,  b u t  all of m y  in s t in c t s  to ld  m e  to agree  w i th  Jessica.
I co u ld  tell her  c o m m e n t s  r u b b e d  Alex the  w r o n g  way. She was his 
g i r l f r i e n d ,  a n d  he was less t h a n  t w e n t y - f o u r  h o u r s  f r o m  j o i n i n g  
the  f ight .  Af te r  we p o u r e d  th e  b o n g w a t e r  i n to  fo u r  even ly  d iv i d e d  
cu p s  a n d  s h o t  it d o w n ,  Alex said,  p o i n t i n g  to t h e  te l ev i s ion ,  “T h a t ’s 
why  I s igned  up.  S o m e  jerk-o ff  d i c t a t o r  o u t  t h e re  o rd e r s  his m e n  to 
b u r n  e v e r y th in g ,  rape  all the  w o m e n ,  s l a u g h t e r  the  bab ies ,  a n d  th e n  
his m e n  go o u t  a n d  fol low his o rd e rs .  You k n o w  w h a t  t h a t  tells
We w a i t e d  for an answer ,  even t h o u g h  we k n e w  th e  answer .
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T h e  news on T V  had  to ld  us al ready,  so we k n e w  w h a t  was co m i n g .  
“ It tells me th a t  t h e y ’re not  h u m a n .  1 h e y ’re i n h u m a n .
Th i s  is my seco n d  da t e  w i th  Vanessa,  a n d  n o t h i n g  like a ho g  an d  
jog to ward  off  the  s o p h o m o r e  j inx.  She a n d  I w o rk  t o g e t h e r  at 
the  Salad S ta t io n  five mi les up  U.S.  19 — o n e  of t h o se  a l l -y o u -c an -  
eat  places t h a t  h y p n o t i z e  n e o - h i p p i e  hea l t h  freaks.  I can tell t h a t  
jessica n e i t h e r  likes n o r  ap p roves  of Vanessa,  w h ich  I cha lk  up to 
na tu ra l  fema le  s e e d - c o m p e t i t i o n .  Jessica d id  n o t  ap p r o v e  of V a n ­
essa f r o m  the  b e g i n n i n g ,  t h o u g h  Vanessa  bare ly  passed my tes t as 
well.  But  her  r e p u t a t i o n  sugges ted  th a t  my  cha n ces  were  g o od ,  a n d  
s i t t i n g  on my s h o u ld e r s  spoke  b o t h  an angel  an d  p u b l i c  hea l t h  o f ­
ficial,  each o f  t h e m  p l e a d in g  th e i r  cases.
O n  the  dr ive  o u t  to D e n n y s ,  the  c o n v e r s a t i o n  a b o u t  the  b l e a t i n g  
Ku wai t i  girl t o o k  a lull ,  b u t  af ter  Big Red serves o u r  meals,  Jes ­
sica c a n ’t he lp  h e r se l f  a n d  says, “ Babies  d o n ' t  jus t  shrivel  u p  an d  
die w h e n  you take  t h e m  o u t  o f  i n c u b a t o r s .  T h e y  w o u l d  ev en tu a l ly  
d ie  of s t a r v a t io n ,  o r  th e i r  b l o o d  sugar  levels w o u l d  d r o p ,  a n d  they 
w o u l d  go in to  shock .  T h e y  d o n ’t just  d ie  i f yo u  take  t h e m  o u t  of
i n c u b a t o r s . ’’
“T h e y  w o u ld  die  o f  h y p e r t h e r m i a , ’ Alex said.
1 co r rec t  Alex a n d  tell h i m  t h a t  i f  t he  babies  d ied  o f  h y p e r ­
th e r m i a ,  it w o u ld  m ean  th a t  o n c e  t ak en  o u t  of the  i n c u b a t o r s ,  they  
w o u l d  o v e rh ea t  to t h e  p o i n t  of b ak in g .  1 hei r  b lo o d  w o u ld  boil ,  a n d  
they  would»die .
“ H y p o t h e r m i a ,  Jessica says.
“ W h a t e v e r , ” Alex says. “T h e y  w o u l d  die.  T h e y  w o u ld  die  of 
h y p o t h e r m i a . ’
“ Ev en tua l l y , ” Jessica says, “b u t  t h e  girl said t h a t  the  Iraqi 
so ld iers  t o o k  t h e m  o u t  an d  w a tc h e d  t h e m  die  on the  cold  floor.
“T h e  cold  f loo r ,” Alex says.
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“ But  babies  don  t just  die tha t  easily, Jessica says. Babies 
are res i l ient .”
“She was ta lk ing a bou t  p reemies ,” Alex says. “ Preemies .”
“ Babies have even survived a b o r t i o n s , ” Jessica says.
I give Jessica a quick  look and  give her the kill s ign, s la sh­
ing my hand  across my th roa t ,  n o d d i n g  my head towards  Vanessa.
“ I’m just saying tha t  the babies  wou ld  no t  die tha t  last. It 
takes a while  for babies  to die. And  if these Iraqi soldiers are so 
savage, they wou ld have just  skewered the babies,  Jessica says.
“She’s r ig h t ,” I say.
“ I am r ight , Jessica says, as Big Red comes  a long  with ou r  
coffees and sodas. She asks us if we need a n y th in g  else, and  Alex 
orders  a side order  o f  fries and maybe  a Reuben ,  Vanessa gets a n ­
o the r  waffle and  fries, Jessica breaks down  and  gets a burger ,  and  I 
get one,  too. Then we ask for choco la te  shakes all a ro u n d .  Big Red 
gives us a n o th e r  evil eye, and  I reciproca te  wi th  my telepathy.
“ If  these Iraqi soldiers are in the process  ot  invad ing  a 
coun t ry ,” I say, “and  they are as vicious as this  Kuwait i  pr incess  
c laims, would  they really waste their  t ime  w a i t ing  for the slow p r o ­
cess o f  babies  s u c c u m b in g  to exposure,  wha t  wi th  all of the rap ing  
and pi l laging to do?” I tell the  table tha t  just  as a bys tander ,  if I 
was a savage Iraqi soldier,  I d make t ime  with tha t  Kuwait i  pr incess.
“She’s f i f teen ,” Alex says.
“You’re d i sgus t in g ,” Jessica says. “ I know  wha t  y o u ’re t ry ing 
to say,” she dips  one  of Alex’s fries in ke tchup ,  “bu t  y o u ’re still 
k ind o f  d i sgus t ing .”
“You people  are b l ind,  Alex says. “ I t ’s sad. I h a t ’s the p r o b ­
lem. It's sad .”
“ It just smells too weird,  Jessica says, c o n t i n u i n g  to eat 
Alex’s fries. T h e n  Vanessa takes one  of his fries, too,  d ip p in g  it in a 
m onkey  dish o f  mayo,  bites only the par t  o f  the fry coa ted  in sauce,  
then dips  again and  again.
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As the  seco n d  dat e ,  it is also the  s eco n d  occas ion  in over  two  years 
t h a t  1 have n o t  served as the  th i rd  wheel .  Usual ly,  Alex,  Jessica an d  
1 d o  e v e ry t h i n g  together .  We play m i n i a t u r e  gol f  tog ethe r .  We pack 
b ac k -p a c k s  full o f  M i l w a u k e e ’s Best a n d  r ide  o u r  b ikes  to D u n e d i n  
C a u s e w a y  an d  swim across  sha rk  infes ted  in le ts to Caled es i  Is land,  
o r  we go way o u t  on C l e a r w a t e r  Beach or  H o n e y m o o n  Island w he re  
t here  is nobody .  We s lug beers ,  t h en  Alex an d  Jessica crawl  o f f  b e ­
y o n d  the  d u n e s  an d  sawgrass  to h u m p ,  whi l e  I s m o k e  c ig are t te s  an d  
take  a swim o u t  to the  dar k  wa ter s  an d  t ry  to a t t r a c t  h a m m e r h e a d s .
I k n o w  w h y  Alex an d  Jessica keep me a r o u n d .  As Alex’s best  
f r iend ,  I ’m also t h e i r  c o u r t  jester.  M y  skills as p e r m a n e n t l y  l o n e ­
s o m e  are cr af t ed  to keep those  a r o u n d  me e n t e r t a i n e d .  I ’ve been 
able to bu y  bee r  s ince  I was seven te en  (also Jedi  v o o d o o ) ,  juggle 
fire,  fu n n e l  bee r  s t a n d i n g  on  my head ,  an d  lately, t h e re  is my o b ­
session wi th  paral lel  an d  m u l t i p l e  un iverses .  I ’m also the  o p p o s i t e  
o f  Alex. Alex's p a r en t s  pay his ren t ,  bu y  his car, give h im  m on ey ,  a 
s t ereo  sys tem -  e v e ry th in g .  A n d  he gets Jessica.  I 'm J o h n n y  Iwo-  
Do l l ars ,  even wi th  a job — all o f  m y cash g o in g  to repai r  my  66  
Falcon,  or  t u i t i o n  for the  fall s em es t e r  at the  j u n i o r  col lege,  or  gas, 
o r  a n y t h i n g .  I t ’s even o d d  for me to be o u t  w i th  a w o m a n .  W h e r e  
Alex a n d  Jessica t o u c h  a rm s  a n d  h a n d s  a n d  legs wi th  ease,  na tu ra l ly  
eat  f r om  each o th e r s '  p lates,  I can  feel each nega t ive  ion p u l s a t i n g  
b e tw e en  Vanessa an d  mysel f.  Jessica to ld  me I w o u l d  be f ine,  just  
h a n g  o u t  -  be cool  — d o n ’t be we ird .  Each t im e  I s t a r t  to talk a b o u t  
the  m u l t i -v e rs e ,  she holds  u p  her  h a n d  an d  backs  me d o w n .
“Jus t  n u k e ’e m , ” Vanessa says. “Jus t  d r o p  a b o m b  on tho se  
assholes  a n d  be d o n e  w i th  the  w h o le  fu c k in g  war  in a day.
“ We re no t  g o in g  to s tar t  a nuc l ea r  war , ” Alex says. “We 
may d r o p  a n e u t r o n  b o m b  if we abso lu t e ly  have to,  b u t  thos e  
b o m b s  are bare ly  b igger  th a n  s o m e  of the  m a jo r  c o n v e n t i o n a l  weap-
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ons  -  a n d  we w o u l d n ’t d r o p  t h e m  on  re s id e n t i a l  areas ,  l ike S a d d a m  
does .  I rust  me on  t h a t  one .  We re g o i n g  to d i s m a n t l e  th e  p lace  
p iece  by piece  a n d  shove th e i r  S C U D s  u p  e n o u g h  asses u n t i l  they  
get  the  hell o u t  of K uw ai t .  K u w a i t ’s f r e e d o m  is o u r  f r e e d o m .  T h a t ’s 
w h a t  I ’m f ig h t in g  for . ’’
1 hat  l i t t le  Kuw a i t i  pr ince ss  is a m u p p e t , ” Jess ica says. 
“A n y b o d y  can see t h a t . ’’
“ W e ’re all m u p p e t s ,  i f  you t h i n k  a b o u t  i t , ” 1 say, t h o u g h  I ’m 
n o t  sure  exact ly  w h a t  I m e an .
You re a t ra i tor ,  baby,  Alex says to Jessica .  “ I love you,  
honey,  b u t  they  s h o u l d  p u t  you  to d e a t h . ” Alex takes  a b i te  o f  his 
s a n d w i c h  t h a t  is c lear ly  o v e r e s t im a te d ,  a n d  it is q u i c k l y  a p p a r e n t  
th a t  he isn t f i n i shed  t a lk ing ,  b u t  he m ay  or  m ay  n o t  be able  to 
w o r k  the  food d o w n  his t h r o a t ,  a n d  for a m o m e n t ,  the  t h ree  o f  us 
w a tc h  in a n t i c i p a t i o n .  W h e n  he a c c o m p l i s h e s  th is  pe r i s t a l t i c  feat  
a n d  washes  it d o w n  w i th  a s lug of coffee ,  he  h a m m e r s  his ches t  
w i th  the  s ide of his fist  a n d  says to Jessica ,  “So yo u  re ca l l in g  t h a t  
l i t t le girl a liar. I ha t  l i t t le  Kuw a i t i  girl .
I raise my cu p  of coffee  a n d  say, “ Well .  H e r e ’s to Alex g iv ­
ing his life, so we can all be m u p p e t s .
A n d  here  s to f i g h t in g  for o u r  f r e e d o m ,  so yo u  puss ies  can 
ho g  an d  jog, ” Alex says.
A n d  here  s to m a k i n g  swee t  love to Jess ica for  th e  next  two 
years,  w h ich  very  nea r ly  t u r n s  o u t  to be t ru e .  In the  fall, w h e n  
col lege  s tar t s ,  Jessica a n d  I m ove  in t o g e t h e r  in a l i t t le  s h i t h o l e  o f f  
D oug las ,  in D u n e d i n ,  w h e re  we sha re  o n e  q u e e n  bed  b e tw e e n  us, 
no  co u c h ,  o n e  set  of d i shes  a n d  a s ing le  r a d io  for  e n t e r t a i n m e n t .
For  o n e  semes ter ,  we live l ike a t e am  a n d  h a r m o n i z e .  I t ’s her  job  to 
wash the  d i shes  a n d  m y  job to kill the  c o c k r o a c h e s  l iv ing b e h i n d  
th e  walls a n d  in s ide  the  d i sh w ash e r .  We b o t h  a t t e n d  j u n i o r  col lege .  
Slu  wai ts  tables ,  a n d  I ge t  a job  d o g g i n g  di shes  at  Je ss ie ’s D o c k s id e ,  
w o r k i n g  wi th  ex -co ns  a n d  assholes  a n d  hea vy  m e ta l  t a t t o o  f i ends
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-  a n d  t h o s e  ar e  t h e  c o o k s  a n d  r u n n e r s .  I ' m o n  t h e  b o t t o m  r u n g  
s w e a t i n g  it o u t  in t h e  d i s h p i t .  Jes s i ca  a n d  I b o t h  c o r r e s p o n d  wi t h  
Alex.  S h e  wr i t e s  h i m  h e r  l e t t e r s ,  a n d  I r e s e a r c h  hi s  w a r  for  h i m ,  
s e n d i n g  h i m  d o c u m e n t a t i o n  of  K u w a i t  s l a t e ra l  d r i l l i n g  i n t o  I r aq  oi l  
f i e lds ,  a l i t t l e  t h a n k  y o u  gi f t  f o r  p r o t e c t i n g  t h e m  a g a i n s t  t h e  w r a t h  
o f  I r an .  I tel l  h i m  t h a t  K u w a i t  is n i c e  e n o u g h  to  h i r e  I r aqi  gi r l s  as 
p r o s t i t u t e s ,  so t h e i r  s h e i k s  c a n  d o  t h e i r  o w n  d r i l l i n g .  I s e n d  h i m  
i n f o r m a t i o n  a b o u t  Ci reat  B r i t a i n  s w h i m s i c a l  p r o c e s s  of  d e m a r c a  
t i o n ,  t r a n s c r i p t s  o f  i n t e r v i e w s  f r o m  V i e t n a m  Vets ,  p r e p p i n g  h i m  tor  
t h e  s t a r  t r e a t m e n t  w h e n  h e  r e t u r n s  h o m e  w i t h  hi s  s h e l l s h o c k  a n d  
m y s t e r i o u s  i l l nesses .  H e  w r i t e s  m e  l e t t e r s  o f  c a m a r a d e r i e ,  t h e  s p i r i t  
o f  f r e e d o m  o n  t h e  f r o n t  l i nes ,  h o w  y o u  c a n  feel it in t h e  air ,  how'  
y o u  k n o w  f r e e d o m  is w o r t h  f i g h t i n g  f o r  b e c a u s e  y o u  c a n  t a s t e  it.
H e  w r i t e s  h o w  h e  h a p p i l y  p u l l s  h u n d r e d  a n d  s e v e n - h o u r  s h i f t s  in a 
t a n k ,  s w e a t i n g  o u t  t h e  h o u r s  w i t h  d i r t y  j okes  a n d  a m p h e t a m i n e s .
H e  w r i t e s  m e  a b o u t  w h a t  it was  l i ke  t o  be  p a r t  of  h i s t o r y ,  t o  be  
pa r t  o f  a b o o k ,  p a r t  o f  s o m e t h i n g  real  t h a t  e v e r y o n e  w ill r e m e m b e r  
for  c e n t u r i e s ,  a n d  w h e n  t h e  w a r  s t a r t s ,  he  w r i t e s  a b o u t  h o w  they 
h a d  c r u i s e d  a l o n g  t h e  t r e n c h e s  in b e h e m o t h  ve h i c l e s  j us t  p o u r i n g  
t h e  s a n d  b a c k  in t h e  t r e n c h e s ,  d o i n g  aw'ay w i t h  w h o l e  r e g i m e n t s  
of  S a d d a m s  f orces .  1 h e y  b u r y  t h e  s w e a t y  f u c k e r s  a l i ve w i t h o u t  
w a s t i n g  a n y  o f  t h e i r  p r e c i o u s  d e p l e t e d  u r a n i u m - t i p p e d  b u l l e t s .  H e  
wr i t e s  o f  t h e  fa t e  o f  t h e  r a g h e a d s  w h o  h a d  t r i ed  t o  flee,  o n l y  to 
t a s t e  t h e  f u r y  o f  M - 1 6 s ,  s p i n n i n g  a n d  r i p p i n g  t h r o u g h  t h e i r  f l esh.  
Alex wr i t e s  t h a t  t h e i r  a r t i l l e r y  d o e s  n o t  g u n  p e o p l e  d o w n ,  b u t  
l i t e r a l l y  r i ps  p e o p l e  in ha l t ,  a n d  w h e n  p e o p l e  are  r i p p e d  in hal f ,  it 
is n o t  c l e a n ,  l ike a b l a d e ,  o r  a h a l v e d  r u m p  r oas t ,  b u t  b o d i e s  b u r s t  
a n d  b u b b l e ,  a n d  it d o e s n ’t e v e n  l o o k  l i ke m e a t .  Alex w r i t e s  a b o u t  
t h e  a d r e n a l i n e ,  t h e  r u s h ,  t h e  v i c t o r y  a n d  a sme l l  so o d d  a n d  i n t e n s e  
t h a t  it w o r k s  i ts wa y  in l ike n o t h i n g  t h e  s a n d  c a n  d o .  I he  s me l l  
ge t s  in y o u r  nasa l  c a v i t y  a n d  s t ays  t h e r e ,  a n d  e v e n  w h e n  y o u  re b a c k  
at  c a m p ,  b e a t i n g  o f f  in a l u k e w a r m  s h o w e r  of  n o n - p o t a b l e  wa t e r ,
you still  c a n ’t get  the  smel l  o u t  of y o u r  head.
r h e  g o o d  n ew s , ” 1 tell the  t able  -  Jessica h o ld s  up  her  
h a n d ,  b u t  1 can o n ly  h o ld  o u t  so long.  I d r a in  m y  c h o c o l a t e  shake  
an d  say, "A cco r d in g  to m u l t i - v e r s e  theo ry ,  t h e re  is an a l t e r n a t e  u n i ­
verse w h e re  we d o n ' t  even go to war,  a n d  Alex is free f r o m  p ro v i n g  
his m a c h i s m o .  O f  cou r se ,  t he re  is also a un iv e r se  w h e r e  Alex s tays  
here  a n d  goes  to j u n i o r  col lege ,  a n d  1 get  t h e  h a r d - o n  for  k i l l i ng  ra- 
gheads .  Ser iou s ly ,” 1 say. “ Peop le  t h o u g h t  Isaac N e w t o n  was a lo on  
w h e n  he ran a r o u n d  t a lk in g  a b o u t  gravi ty .  In t im e ,  in th e  fu tu r e ,  
the  m u l t i -v e r s e  will  seem like c o m m o n  sense .
" W h y  do yo u  talk a b o u t  these  t h i n g s ? ” Jessica says. “ I love 
you to p ieces,  a n d  th e n  you  s t a r t  t a lk in g  a b o u t  r e ta rd e d  t h i n g s . ”
“ I his is l e g i t im a te  q u a n t u m  t h e o r y , ” I say.
“ I t ’s l e g i t im a te  d o rk  t h e o ry , ” Alex says.
Jessica says t h a t  y o u  c a n ’t have a un iv e r se  for  eve ry  dec i s io n  
y o u  make ,  t h a t  yo u  c a n ’t jus t have a b i l l i on  un iverses .  She speaks  
w i th  a m i lk s h a k e  m u s t a c h e  t h a t  m akes  he r  look  b o t h  o l d  a n d  y o u n g  
at th e  sam e  t ime .  It also gives he r  a look t h a t  m akes  m y  s t o m a c h  go 
co ld .  W h e n  Jessica was y o u n g ,  a r o b b e r  h ad  b r o k e n  i n to  h e r  h o u s e  
a n d  b a s h e d  her  in the  he ad  w i th  a fire e x t in g u i s h e r ,  s h a t t e r i n g  the  
t o p  of her  o rb i t a l  b o n e .  As a result ,  he r  left  eye d r o o p s  a l i t t le ,  a 
c o u p l e  m i l l im e te r s  shy of g r o t e s q u e ,  b u t  in s t e ad  gives her  face t h a t  
ex t ra  i m p r e s s io n i s t i c  flair  t h a t  m akes  me crazy a b o u t  her.  I ask  her  
w h y  y o u  c a n t  have a b i l l i on  un iverses .
“ Because  y o u  c a n ’t.
W hy not.'' Vanessa says. “ If he bel ieves it, i t ’s t r u e . ”
I h a t s  n o t  t r u e  e i the r ,  I tell Vanessa.  “ I h in g s  d o n  t b e ­
c o m e  t r u e  ju s t  bec au se  you  bel ieve t h e m . ”
“Yes, they  d o , ” she  says.
I his is why,  1 tell t h e m ,  d r a w i n g  a d i a g r a m  o f  a t i n y  d o t ,  
s u r r o u n d e d  by two m o re  d o t s ,  a n d  ex p la in  to t h e m  t h a t  th is  is an
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a t o m .  T h e  vast m a jo r i t y  is space ,  a n d  these  par t ic les  of m a t t e r  a c t u ­
ally b re a th e ,  th ey  ex p a n d  a n d  c o n t r a c t .  You d o n  t have  to s tack o n e  
un iver se  on to p  o f  the  o the r ,  h u t  you can layer t h e m .  You can live 
side by s ide  these  o t h e r  w or l ds ,  a n d  they  can even he c loser th an  
that .  T h e y  can he i n t e r t w i n e d .
“A g a in , ” Vanessa says, “ jus t n u k e ’e m . ”
Jessica tells Vanessa t h a t  w e ’ve c h a n g e d  subject s .
Vanessa says t h a t  w h e n  you  die,  you ' r e  w o r m  food.  “You 
p eop le  are d r i v i n g  me ba t sh i t .  W e need to get  the  hell o u t  of h e r e . ” 
She a n n o u n c e s  t h a t  she is g o in g  to the  b a t h r o o m ,  a n d  I ’m s u rp r i s e d  
th a t  it takes her  th is long.  Every m i n u t e  th a t  passes,  her  b o d y  is 
a b s o r b in g  m ole cu le  af ter  m o lecu le  o f  n u t r i t i o n ,  a n d  it m u s t  be k i l l ­
ing her. I w a n t  to tell Vanessa to wai t ,  bec ause  1 k n o w  w h a t  Jessica 
is g o in g  to say next ,  I can pul l  the  w o rd s  f rom  her  m o u t h  l ike a 
s leeve full  o f  scarves ,  a n d  I do.  Jessica says she is leaving.  She gets 
up an d  walks  o u t  the  door ,  an d  1 k n o w  t h a t  I ’m in o n e  of those  
m o m e n t s  w h e re  you can reel t im e  hack an d  fo r th  at will ,  w h e re  you 
can see the  m o t iv a t i o n s  an d  faul t l ines ,  ac t i o n s  an d  re act ions .  I can 
feel par ts  o f  me w a k in g  an d  s l u m b e r i n g  an d  I k n o w  th a t  I c a n t  go 
hack to the  Salad S ta t io n  af te r  d i t c h i n g  Vanessa,  even t h o u g h  she 
walks  o u t  two m i n u t e s  af ter  us to the  p a r k in g  lot ,  u n t o u c h e d  an d  
u n w a tc h e d .
For  Alex an d  me,  the  D o b e r m a n s  are let loose.  In the  
c o r n e r  o f  my vis ion,  I see Alex sq u a r e  up aga ins t  a b u s b o v  — the  
asshole  is c o m p l e t e l y  i g n o r a n t  of the  fact th a t  Alex is a l r eady f i g h t ­
ing for his c o u n t r y  -  he gets a r re s ted ,  a n d  I ncle Sam is a l r eady 
o n e  m an  d o w n .  1 he b u s b o y  has Alex hv the  col l ar  of his sh i r t  w i th  
his o u t s t r e t c h e d  a r m  -  n o t  a bad move  had he been g r i p p i n g  me,  
b u t  Alex pul ls  h im  close by a r c h i n g  bac k  th en  releases a f l ur ry  of 
fists, an d  t h a t ’s all I need to see be fo re  c u t t i n g  b e tw e en  th e  cars 
an d  b o l t i n g  across t h e  h ighway.  I use a rare skill of b e in g  able 
to  t i m e  s p e e d in g  vehic les w eav ing  in o p p o s i t e  d i r e c t io n s ,  a skill
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t h e  b u s b o y s  l ack,  a n d  t h e y  k n o w  it.  O n c e  a c r o s s  t h e  six l a ne s ,  1 
s t a n d  sa fe l y  w i t h  a r a i s e d  m i d d l e  f i nger .  T h a t ' s  w h e n  I see  Va n e s s a  
t h r o u g h  t h e  w i n d o w s  a c r os s  t h e  s t r e e t ,  sa f e l y  e r a s i n g  a n y  a d d i t i o n a l  
g u i l t  by  w a l k i n g  o u t  o f  t h e  d o u b l e  glass  d o o r s .
All  o f  t h i s  is easy  t o  see  a t  t h e  m o m e n t ,  i n  t h e  p r e s e n t ,  s i t ­
t i n g  t h e r e ,  st i l l  at  t h e  r e s t a u r a n t ,  p i c k i n g  o v e r  t h e  r e m a i n s  o f  o u r  
feas t ,  a n d  I k n o w  t h a t  1 11 f o r g o  t h e  n i g h t  s s l e e p  b e f o r e  s h i p p i n g  
Al ex of f  t o  t h e  war ,  a n d  t h a t  he  wi l l  be  w r i t i n g  m e  l e t t e r s  a b o u t  t h e  
d e s e r t ,  a n d  t h a t  h e ’ll w r i t e  t o  m e  t h a t  hi s  r e g i m e n t  h a d  r e t u r n e d  to  
t h e  s i t e  o f  t h e  w a r ’s b e g i n n i n g  t h e  f o l l o w i n g  d a y  t o  m a k e  c e r t a i n  
t h a t  e v e r y o n e  h a d  e i t h e r  b e e n  b u r i e d  o r  s l a u g h t e r e d ,  a n d  h e  h a d  
n o t  e x p e c t e d  to  see w h a t  he  h a d  s een .  1 c o u l d  p r a c t i c a l l y  r ead  t h e  
l e t t e r s  s i t t i n g  t h e r e  in D e n n y ’s, hi s  d e s c r i p t i o n  o f  a r m s  a n d  legs 
s t i c k i n g  o u t  of  t h e  s a n d  — t h e  s c e n e  h a d  l o o k e d  l i ke s o m e  k i n d  o f  
h o r r i f i c  s t u d e n t  a r t  e x h i b i t i o n  o u t  in t h e  m i d d l e  o f  t h e  d e s e r t  — 
s o m e  of  hi s  f e l l ow s o l d i e r s  e v e n  s t e a l i n g  b o o t s ,  a n d  p e r s o n a l  i t e ms ,  
b u l l e t s  a n d  w e a p o n s ,  a n d  in s o m e  cases  t e e t h ,  a n d  in e v e r y  case  
g o l d  t e e t h ,  b u t  1 d i d  n o t  e x p e c t  t o  r ead  hi s  c o n f e s s i o n s  o r  t h e  fac t  
t h a t  he  r e m e m b e r e d  o u r  c o n v e r s a t i o n  a b o u t  t h e  m u l t i - v e r s e ,  a n d  
t h a t  he  h a d  p r o o f  t h a t  I wa s  w r o n g .  H e  w r i t e s  t h a t  it i s n ’t a m a t t e r  
of  a s e p a r a t e  w o r l d  w h e r e  t h e  e n e m y  c o u l d  h a v e  b e e n  h i m ,  b u t  it 
was  l ike r e t u r n i n g  to  a s i t e  w h e r e  y o u  h a v e  p h y s i c a l l y  r e m o v e d  y o u r  
s o u l ,  t h e n  y o u  h o l d  y o u r  s o t d  b y  t h e  b a c k  o f  i ts i n v i s i b l e  ha i r ,  t h e n  
d r a g  a k n i f e  ac r os s  its n e c k  f r o m  ea r  t o  ear ,  t h e n  b u r y  it h e a d f i r s t  in 
t h e  h u n d r e d  f o r t y - f i v e  d e g r e e  s a n d .  H e  w r i t e s  t h a t  it wa s  t h e  f i r s t  
t i m e  he  h a d  eve r  fel t  l i g h t  a n d  h e a v y  a t  t h e  s a m e  t i m e .  I c a n  r ead  
hi s  l e t t e r s  f r o m  t h e  H i g h w a y  of  D e a t h  h e r e ,  t o o ,  s i t t i n g  in D e n n y ’s, 
p u s h i n g  o u r  l u c k  w i t h  a c o c o n u t  c r e m e  pi e ,  h o w  he  h a d  n o t  b e e n  
t h e r e  t h e  d a y  t h e  jet  p l a n e s  s t r a f e d  t h e  s t r i p  o f  l a n d  f r o m  K u w a i t  t o  
B a g h d a d ,  w h e n  t h e  h u n d r e d  t h o u s a n d  t e r r i f i e d  I r aq i  s o l d i e r s  r a c e d  
ac r os s  t h e  d e s e r t  u n t i l  t h e y  w e r e  r e d u c e d  t o  t e e t h  a n d  c a r b o n ,  b u t  
he  s h o w s  u p  t h e  n e x t  m o r n i n g ,  w i t h  t h e  t a s k  o f  w a l k i n g  t h r o u g h
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t h e  me s s  of  t w i s t e d  m e t a l  a n d  t a n k s ,  d i s m e m b e r e d  b o d i e s ,  f r oz e n  in 
h o r r o r ,  s h o o t i n g  a n y t h i n g  t h a t  m o v e d .
“ E v e r y b o d y  k n o w s  it,  he  wr i t e s .  “ E v e r y b o d y  h e r e  k n o w s  it,  
b u t  m o s t  p e o p l e  w o n ’t t a l k  a b o u t  it,  a n d  1 k n o w  w h a t  h e ’s t a l k i n g  
a b o u t .  H e  is r e f e r r i n g  t o  s o m e t h i n g  I w r o t e  t o  h i m  in t h e  b e g i n ­
n i n g ,  t h a t  w h e n  y o u  ki l l ,  y o u  ki l l .  You e n d  t h e  e n e r g y  o f  a s i ng l e  
l i fe for ce ,  a n d  w h e t h e r  y o u  l ike it o r  k n o w  it,  w h e t h e r  it is m u r d e r  
o r  n o t ,  j u s t i f i a b l e  o r  n o t ,  y o u r  o w n  l ife f o r ce  is a f f e c t e d ,  a n d  y o u r  
cel l s  eve n  k n o w  it,  a n d  y o u r  cel l s  wi l l  r e m e m b e r  t h a t  y o u  h a v e  
s n u f f e d  t h i s  fo r ce ,  a n d  t h e  k i l l i n g  wi l l  r e s o n a t e  for  t h e  rest  o f  y o u r  
li fe.  Even  S h a k e s p e a r e  k n e w  it,  w h i c h  is w h y  he  d i d  n o t  a l l o w his 
m u r d e r o u s  c h a r a c t e r s  t o  s l eep.
O n e  n i g h t  a f t e r  w o r k ,  J ess i ca  a n d  I sp l i t  a s i x - p a c k  of  M i l w a u k e e ' s  
Bes t  a n d  a p a c k  o f  Se ve n  E l e ve n  e p h e d r i n e .  W e  r o d e  o u r  b i kes  
ac r os s  D u n e d i n  C a u s e w a y  d o w n  to H o n e y m o o n  I s l a n d .  By t h e  t i m e  
we  r e a c h e d  t h e  b e a c h ,  t h e  e p h e d r i n e  h a d  t u r n e d  o u r  h a i r  fol l i c l es  
i n t o  e c s t a t i c  e l e c t r o d e s ,  l i g h t i n g  u p  l ike s t a t i c  g l o w w h e n  t h e  w i n d  
b l ew,  a n d  t h e  w a t e r  e v e n  s e e m e d  to b e  in o n  t h e  f u n ,  as p h o s ­
p h o r e s c e n c e  s p l a s h e d  a l o n g  w i t h  us  as we  s w a m  o u t  t o  C a l e d e s i  
a c r os s  t h e  s h a r k  w a t e r s  in m y s t e r i o u s  d a y g l o  g r e e n .  It was  o n e  of  
t h o s e  w a r m  F l o r i d a  w i n t e r  e v e n i n g s ,  w h e n  t h e  w a t e r  r u n s  c o l d  a n d  
n o t h i n g  is f e e d i n g  o n  t h e  f o o d  c h a i n .  I he  s h a r k s  ar c  d o w n  t h e r e ,  
b u t  t h e y  ar e  l e t t i n g  us  h a v e  o u r  t i m e .  W e  h e l d  o n  to  e a c h  o t h e r  at  
t i m e s ,  o u r  legs k i c k i n g ,  o u r  k n e e s  a n d  a n k l e s  k n o c k i n g  t o g e t h e r ,  
s o m e t i m e s  l o c k i n g  t o g e t h e r  in s i m u l a t e d  bl i ss .  W e  r e t u r n e d  h o m e ,  
b a c k  to  t h e  ra t  t r a p  o n  D o u g l a s ,  b o t h  of  us  i t c h i n g  s o m e t h i n g  
f i e rce  f r o m  s a n d  a n d  s a l t w a t e r  r e s i d u e .  W e  s o o t h e d  o u r  s t i n g s  w i t h  
t h e  b u r n  o f  S e a b r e e z e ,  a n d  t h a t ’s w h e n  t h e y  m a d e  t h e  a n n o u n c e ­
m e n t  o n  t h e  r a d i o  a b o u t  t h e  b e g i n n i n g  of  D e s e r t  S t o r m .  1 h a t  n i g h t  
w e  s l e p t  u n d e r  a s i ng l e  s h e e t  o n  t h e  s a m e  b e d ,  a n d  in t h e  m o r n i n g ,  
s h e  w a s  o n  t h e  t e l e p h o n e .
By May, the co r respondence  between Alex and  1 had ended .  
O nce ,  later in the summer,  I saw Alex’s m o th e r  at Publix.  We were 
both  buying  Cheerios .  And then one a f te rnoon  near  the end o f  
summer,  I saw Alex h i tch ing  up U.S.  19. He was all the  way up 
in Tarpon Springs, near  Kloste rman  on the oppos i t e  side o f  the 
highway. As I passed,  I could see that  his teeth had go t ten  longer  
as he shielded the sun from his eyes with his hands  and  looked  for 
possible rides. He was wear ing a plain white  T- shi r t  and  blue jeans. 
I could tell it was him in a second,  and  my heart  juggled a ro u n d  
in my chest  for a coup le  hard s t rong  pa lp i ta t ions ,  and I jerked a 
U- tu rn  halfway to Alderm an .  It was a hot ,  Flor ida August .  My car 
would  provide no relief, as my 66 Falcon with the windows down 
was n o th ing  bu t  a moving  convect ion  oven with the A.C. a solid 
decade in decay. I w ondered  what  Alex was do ing  this far nor th  
of D u n e d in .  Jessica had moved back with her parents ,  and Alex’s 
parents  were in Clearwater ,  bu t  I imagined  tha t  there were p r o b ­
ably a hun d red  reasons why he cou ld  be there  or  anywhere.  I t ried 
to catch up to him,  bu t  I was on the inside lane, and  a Cadi l lac  full 
of geriatr ics  blocked my a t t e m p ts  to change  lanes and  reach him.  I 
t ried to pass them , bu t  they edged closer up on me. Then for some 
reason, I slowed down and  got  even with them . W h e n  they looked 
at me, I made a gun sign with my hand  and  p re tended  the shoo t  
them  all, one by one. I he act ion seemed absurd ,  and foolish,  and 
perhaps dangerous ,  bu t  it had also taken me ou t  o f  the m o m e n t .  By 
the t ime I go t ten  into the far r ight lane, I had passed Klos te rman 
Road again,  and looking  back in the rear-view mirror ,  I could  see 
Alex still there  on the side of the road, shie ld ing  the sun from his 
eyes, scou t ing  down a lift.
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